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To a large extent, higher education research ideas exist 
in the future structure and have a key role to play in 
policy and practice. This paper presents a brief review 
on the importance to identify key themes for higher 
education research and sets out to explore the future of 
KM in institute of higher learning. To grasp the way in 
which the field of KM is heading in higher education, 
this paper presents a quick tour of the origins of KM 
and lays out findings from literature reviews.  Some 
empirical support is provided, although further data 
analysis would certainly be useful. Then it offers some 
judgments that flow from an analysis of these. It is 
hoped this paper will stimulate and provoke researchers 
to add to the debate on the future of KM in higher 









In this rapidly changing world, the expectations on 
higher educational research are high. Higher education 
research needs to respond to the changing environment 
by anticipating in advance changes in areas that are 
already in the public attention, as well as identify 
themes not so frequently discussed at present but likely 
to be major issues in the future (Teichler, 2003). There 
are at least two cogent and related reasons that tend to 
reinforce this view.  
 
First, there is an acknowledgement of the close 
relationship between higher education research with 
policy and practice (ibid.).  That said, it should be 
stressed that findings from higher education research 
have practical relevance on shaping changes on public 
and private sectors policies and practices. After all, 
higher education research includes the dual function of 
creating and transmitting knowledge. It provides 
information basis for decisions about the future of 
higher education. In addition, it is perhaps undeniable to 
say that higher education research is one of the 
providers of knowledge to students who will make use 
of knowledge in the coming decades to generate 
important new knowledge to spur the economic growth. 
As a survey in The Economist pointed out in this view, 
higher education is portrayed “not just as a creator of 
knowledge, a trainer of young minds and a transmitter 
of culture, but also a major agent of economic growth: 
the knowledge factory, as it were, at the center of the 
knowledge economy” (David, 1997, October 4, p. 4). 
Similar view is suggested in the report written by the 
Task Force on Higher Education Society.  To borrow 
their words, “the inability to pursue research isolates the 
nation’s elite scholars and scientists, leaving them 
unable to keep up with developments in their own 
fields. As research universities lose their ability to act as 
reference points for the rest of the education system, 
countries quickly find it harder to make key decisions 
about the international issues affecting them” (The Task 
Force of Higher Education and Society, 2000, p. 25). 
 
Second, the time-span needed for substantial research 
activities has meant that higher educational need to 
anticipate in advance future debates, since the process 
from draft ing the concepts to the acquisition of funds to 
the final analysis and dissemination of results by and 
large takes several years (Teichler, 2003). Teichler 
(1996) pointed out that higher education research would 
definitely need to predict key issues of debates about 
five years in advance, as issues tended to be in the 
forefront of debate lasting for a period of about five to 
ten years. Anticipation enables the findings from higher 
educational research to be delivered in a timely manner 
rather than being disclosed later when the public’s 
interest in the issue has subsided (Teichler, 2003).  
 
The question then is to ask if KM would be an emerging 
theme in higher educational research in the next five 
years. This is a relatively hard question to answer. After 
all, it could be argued that the future is always 
questionable. It is therefore useful to trace back the 
development of KM to gain an insight on the possibility 
of this occurrence. The following sections provide an 
overview on KM and lay out the findings from leading 
KM research and recent survey evidences. Then it offers 





2.0 KM OVERVIEW 
 
KM is a complex, multi-layered and multi-faceted 
concept. It has its root from four different disciplines, 
namely, organizational information processing, business 
intelligence, organizational cognition and organizational 
development (Tuomi, 2002). There is currently no 
universally agreed definition of KM, but it is generally 
agreed that KM is a process through which 
organizations generate value from the intellectual and 
knowledge-based assets. In tracing back the history of 
KM, it is generally agreed that KM emerged in the early 
1990s and became the next big thing in management 
after business process reengineering (BPR) and total 
quality management (TQM) (Tuomi, 2002). Due to this 
there is abiding concerns of whether KM would be 
another fad like its other management predecessors.  
 
As first pass in making sense of whether KM would be 
an emerging theme in higher educational research, it is 
instructive to look at whether KM is just another 
passing fad1. In response to this, analysts such as 
Koenig and Ponzi explained that KM “is considered by 
many as an emerging multidisciplinary field”. They 
maintained that although KM had faddish 
characteristics, it is “at least living longer than typical 
fads and is perhaps is in the process of establishing itself 
as a new aspect of management” (Koenig & Ponzi, 
2002, p.1). In making their point, these scholars had 
applied simple bibliometric technique of article 
counting (by graphing annual article counts) to three 
well-known management fads, namely, “Quality 
Circles”, “Total Quality Management” and “Business 
Process Reengineering” and contrasted it with “KM” to 
determine how many articles have been devoted to a 
particular concept over a period of time. From their 
research standpoint, this method provides a relatively 
objective indicator for measuring discourse popularity 
(Koenig & Ponzi, 2002). Similar results were obtained 
from survey conducted by Straits Knowledge in May 
2002. According to the report entitled “KM in 
Singapore Organizations”, Singapore managers does not 
treat KM as a fad but see the value of it (Straits 
Knowledge, 2002). Given so, KM has been likened to 
continue to grow and expand (Swartz, 2003). As Carl 
Frappaolo, KM practice leader at Delphi Group 
purports: 
 
“ Those that implemented solutions five years ago 
continue to grow with them and expand 
functionality….Other organizations continue to 
move in the KM direction. But … in many cases, in 
very tactical and practical ways. Portals that 
facilitate the exchange of knowledge and promote 
online collaboration are very much on the rise. I 
                                                 
1 An innovative concept or technique that is promoted as the 
forefront of management progress and then diffuses very 
rapidly among early adopters eager to gain a competitive 
advantage (Koenig & Ponzi, 2002) 
have seen these implemented from government 
offices to private sector alike over the last year. The 
current economic conditions are forcing many 
organizations to take a harder look internally and 
ask how they can get more leverage out of existing 
resources. One answer lies in better ways of sharing 
the intellectual capital of the organization (and that 
is) dead-on KM”.(Swartz, 2003, p. 57) 
 
Frappaolo’s view suggests that KM will retain a high 
degree of importance in the near future. Al-Hawamdeh 
(2003), Hall (2004), Sallis and Jones (2002) and Straits 
Knowledge (2004) makes similar observation. As Al-
Hawamdeh puts it “KM practices like knowledge-
sharing activities, communities of practice, the learning 
organization, organizational learning, best practices, 
collaboration, and knowledge discovery are becoming 
popular and are starting to take root in many 
organizations. This is despite the fact that until now KM 
has not been an established profession but rather is 
emerging and will continue to develop in the future” 
(Al-Hawamdeh, 2003, p. 160).  
 
Other observers echoed the new founded emp hasis. It is 
time, says Hall  (Hall, 2004) to acknowledge that KM 
tools are becoming more powerful and the practices of 
KM are becoming more effective as a means of 
managing intellectual capital. He also makes the case of 
the importance for leaders of learning to keep abreast of 
trends in any function likely to impact their department. 
As he envisions KM in the years ahead: 
 
If you want to stay up to speed with your peers, and 
you’re not familiar with KM, you’d better start 
now. If your company has a KM function, you may 
be asked in the coming year or two to begin 
collaborating with the KM department; if it doesn’t, 
you may feel the need to add it. (Hall, 2004, p. 14).  
There are evidences to suggest that Hall’s position is 
becoming a reality. INPUT, a leading global database 
and analytical research provider to technology 
companies, government organizations, and higher 
education institutions in United States, had reported that 
the federal government will boost products and services 
spending on KM by a compound yearly growth rate of 9 
per cent, from $820 million in financial year 2003 to 
nearly $1.3 billion by financial year 2008 (Chabrow, 
2003). The support and acknowledgement given by the 
federal government may mean significant opportunity 
growth for KM, as Fullan reminds us on the role of 
Government, “Governments (not just Ministries of 
Education) and business sectors interests are now major 
players” (Fullan, 1993, p.3). Looking ahead from this, 
funding on KM could grow even more robust if the 
expected economic recovery takes hold. Assuming it 
does, more research on KM would be needed. This 
could in turn, translate a need for more KM research 
from higher education researcher enterprise, given the 
recognition that higher education research enterprise are 
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committed to deliver more innovative and 
entrepreneurship values to the public and private 
sectors.  
 
3.0 THE NEED FOR KM IN INSTITUTE OF 
HIGHER LEARNINGS 
 
KM has largely been the province of businesses and has 
not quite made the mark for itself in education (Inglis, 
2003; Kidwell, Linde, & Johnson, 2000; Sallis & Jones, 
2002). Indeed, the scarcity of literature reviews on KM 
in education compared to literature reviews on KM in 
business would give one a sense that business managers 
are more optimistic than educational managers on the 
potential of KM. The outward signs of such trade-off 
has led some observers to argue that education should 
lead the way in making KM a part of its culture (Sallis 
& Jones, 2002). In making their view, Sallis and Jones 
point out that the growing order of league tables, 
inspection, performance management and academic 
audit had meant that there is a growing need to realize 
that sharing and harvesting knowledge can have 
considerable benefits for education institutions, which 
includes higher education research enterprise.  
 
A further dimension on the benefits of KM to higher 
education research enterprise has been picked up by 
Kidwell et al. (2000). They hold that the application of 
KM in higher education is as vital as it is in the business 
sector. In making their point, they advocate that 
effective KM techniques and technologies in higher 
education “can lead to better decision-making 
capabilities, reduced “product” development cycle time 
…, improved academic and administrative services, and 
reduced costs” (Kidwell et al., 2000, p. 31). (See Table 
1 for an example of the enhanced benefits of applying 
KM in higher education research process). In Kidwell et 
al.’s judgment, KM should not strike higher education 
institutions as a radically new idea, but rather a new spin 
on the raison d’être (reason or justification for existing). 
 
Table 1: Application and Benefits of KM for the Research 
Process 
Benefits KM Application 
A repository of: 
• Research interests 
within an institution or 
at affiliated institutions 
(potential 
subcontractors). 
• Research results 




corporations) with easy 









• Increased competitiveness and 
responsiveness for research 
grants, contracts, and commercial 
opportunities. 
• Reduced turnaround time for 
research. 
• Minimized devotion of research 
resources to administrative tasks. 
• Facilitation of interdisciplinary 
research. 
• Leveraging of previous research 
and proposal efforts. 
• Improved internal and external 
services and effectiveness.  
• Reduced administrative costs 
 
 
A portal for research 
administration 
procedures and best 









• Award notification, 
account setup, and 
negotiation policies 
and procedures. 
• Contract and grant 
management policies 
and procedures. 
• Technical and 
financial report 
templates and policies 
and procedures. 
• Overview of internal 
services, resources, and 
staff. 
 
(Source: Kidwell, Linde & Johnson 2000, p. 32) 
 
It is clear that KM has resonance in higher education 
research enterprise, especially since its environment 
puts a lot of emphasis on the exchange of ideas and 
knowledge sharing through collaboration with 
industries, businesses and so forth. Moreover, it has 
been part of the culture of education researchers 
(including higher education researchers) to share 
knowledge in conferences and academic journals. In 
considering these, it would seem more appropriate to 
locate KM initiatives in higher educational research 
enterprise, and perhaps this would translate the need for 
more KM research from higher educational research 
enterprise.  
 
4.0 ISSUES ON KNOWLEDGE 
MANAGEMENT IN INSTITUTE OF 
HIGHER LEARNINGS: THE DIVIDE 
BETWEEN BUSINESS AND 
EDUCATION 
 
As mentioned earlier, educational institutions has not 
quite made the mark for itself in Knowledge 
Management as compared to businesses. An earlier 
survey by Straits Knowledge2 on May 2002 on the KM 
practices of 93 managers in Singapore, had shown that it 
was the larger or more dispersed organisations in the 
corporate sector who had perceived KM to be most 
important, with 92 per cent of corporate respondents 
believing it as very important and only 8 per cent 
believing it a bit important.  It was reported that the 
education sector least valued the relevance of KM, with 
                                                 
2 An independent consulting firm based in Singapore that is focused 
on knowledge, innovation and e-learning (see 
http://www.straitsknowledge.com) 
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only 80 per cent of the respondents from education 
sector citing KM as very important (Straits Knowledge, 
2002). This raises perplexing question and to make 
sense of this, it is helpful to ask if there is any 
fundamental difference in the sense of how knowledge 
is conceived and managed in business organisations 
compared to educational institutions.  
 
Findings from current literature provided mix 
standpoints. For instance, Fullan (2001) has purported 
that although businesses and schools are not identical, 
“businesses and schools are similar in that both must 
become learning organisations or they will fail to 
survive” (p. xi) and he advocated that “corporations and 
school systems have much more in common than we 
thought” (p. 105). Beccerra-Fernandez and Stevenson 
(2001) provided a similar perspective on the account of 
the connection between the two. They asserted that the 
concepts that transcend both are similar, although the 
terms used differ: 
In the business sector, those terms that characterize 
the organisation are frequently referenced as business 
strategy, human capital, organization development, 
integrated technology, change management, and 
bottom line results to advance profits. In the 
education sector, these same thematic are 
characterized as educational planning, human 
resources, curriculum development, technology 
infusion and increased learning to advance test scores. 
(Becerra-Fernandez & Stevenson, 2001, p. 510) 
 
Whereas similarities exist between educational 
institutions and businesses, dramatic differences 
distinguish them from business institutions and other 
societal institutions. It is trite to note that educational 
institutions — public, private or funded —  are more 
loosely coupled3 and reflect a mass of conflicting, often 
indeterminate, goals and objectives than most other 
societal institutions (Weick, 1976, 1982), despite 
attempts by policymakers to more tightly couple it 
through reforms that places stronger emphasis on 
organisational effectiveness such as outcomes-based 
                                                 
3 This view holds that educational institutions are tightly coupled 
around symbolic designations such as who gets taught by whom, 
but are loosely coupled on matters of core technology such as what 
gets taught and how it gets taught in the classroom (Meyer & 
Rowan, 1978). The term “loose coupling” appears to have 
originated in systems theory. Weick defined loose coupling as a 
situation in which “organization’s structure is not coterminous with 
its activity” (p.5). Thus, in a loosely coupled system, the existence 
of a particular structure occurring in one segment of the 
organisation does not reverberate in clearly patterned ways 
elsewhere. Coherence is not required between different parts of the 
system for it to remain viable (e.g., what occurs in one classroom 
may have little impact on another, as instructors practice self-
determination about the curricular issues, based on the course 
curriculum set by the lead in structors; situations where several 
means can produce the same result; highly connect networks with 
very slow feedback times;  departments or individual have quite 
different ideas of what the core business of education is about, etc.) 
(Orton & Weick, 1990, p. 217). 
accountability, capacity building and standardisation, as 
exemplified in their commitment to achieving 
“Education for All” by the year 2015 (UNESCO, 2000) 
and “No Child Left Behind” Act of 2001. Herein, 
Hallinan (2000) also reminded us that differences exist 
across school sectors and across schools within sectors; 
also apparent are within-school differences.  This is in 
recognition of the large part played by the system of 
expertise in them and the resulting of day-to-day 
decisions (e.g., in the classroom). Gardner (2004) 
echoed that educational institutions stand out in one 
crucial way from most other societal institutions in that 
they are fundamentally about “values undertaking” and 
educational values are perennially in dispute. Students 
(in most countries) are legally obliged to attend school 
until age 16, but they are not legally obliged to learn 
anything or to give evidence if they have learned 
something while there(Hoffer, 2000). Other salient 
features include the fact that educational institutions 
have student populations that are in various stages of 
transition to adulthood and the participants in 
educational institutions change over time. 
  
It must be emphasised here that there is even difference 
between business that provides knowledge service and 
educational institution. For instance, when we take the 
case of knowledge managers in businesses that provide 
knowledge services (perhaps the closest corollary to the 
education institutions task would be that of consultancy 
services that provide knowledge services), we can see 
that consultants working in consultancy services provide 
knowledge solutions to their customers according to the 
needs specified by their customers, whereas educational 
institutions provide knowledge to their students in a 
setting that is restricted by mandated curricula and other 
obligations towards parents and the larger society 
(Olson, 2003). In part, it can be seen that teachers help 
students translate mandated goals in the curriculum and 
passed it on as student’s personal ones for full 
participation in various tasks in life (Olson, 2003), 
whereas the knowledge conceived by customers in the 
transactional businesses ends when the project ends. 
Furthermore, in a typical scenario, educational leaders 
are driven either by their dedication to teaching or 
research (Fielden, 1990) whereas corporate leaders are 
driven by the profit motive (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). 
As Fielden (1990) further contended, individuals in 
educational institutions are not authoritarian; individuals 
themselves are self-motivated, therefore, individuals 
within the educational institutions context are not easily 
instructed but can be encouraged and be given 
incentives to perform (Fielden, 1990). Such differences 
may well signal different knowledge sharing practices 
and mirror different barriers to knowledge sharing in 
educational institutions. In fact, in a research that 
considered practice in the UK, Europe, Singapore, 
Canada, the United States and Australia, Milner (2000) 
has argued that managing knowledge in public sector is 
more challenging and complex than it is in the business 
setting. By implication, this implies that knowledge 
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sharing in public educational institutions is more 
challenging and complex.  
  
Nevertheless, a recent report by Tan (2004) had showed 
that the overall perceptions pertaining to the growth 
prospects for KM has markedly improve for year 2004. 
While this finding provided some value on where KM 
stands in the eyes of managers, it does not provide clues 
on where KM would be heading and on whether KM 
would be an emerging theme in higher education 
research in the next five years. There are definitely more 
rooms for research, given that there is a growing 
recognition on the importance of KM in education 
context (Inglis, 2003; Kidwell et al., 2000; Petrides & 
Guiney, 2002; Sallis & Jones, 2002).  
 
In Singapore education context, the interest in KM is 
evidenced the introduction of a new Masters of Science 
in KM in July 2002 by one of the major universities in 
Singapore, Nanyang Technological University (NTU), 
in partnership with the Civil Service College, of the 
Prime Minister’s Office, a pioneering institution in 
initiating KM initiatives in Singapore. Straits 
Knowledge (2003) reported that there were an 
astonishing 230 applicants for only 45 places offered by 
the university in its first intake. Besides NTU, KM had 
also emerged as a recognizable field of practice in the 
Singapore Management University (SMU).  
 
In SMU, a KM research interest group called 
Knowledge Force concerned with the development of 
theoretical KM models and practical KM solutions 
through research and collaboration with other KM 
specialists and industry partners has been set up to 
conduct theoretical and applied research studies on KM 
and provide consultancy services. Efforts are already 
underway to develop a KM framework specific to 
SMU’s context to leverage its operational efficiency, 
organizational climate and innovative capacity. Herein, 
the list of the recognition on the significance of KM in 
higher education institutions could be extended, but it is 
sufficient for this paper’s consideration to show the shift 
towards the possibility of the emergence of KM in 




So, what can be said about the future of KM in higher 
education research in Singapore? Or can anything? 
Indeed, the question of whether KM would be an 
emerging theme for higher education in Singapore in the 
years ahead is one which is not susceptible of a simple 
answer. However, higher education research cannot 
avoid this question. As noted at the outset of this paper, 
the need to strengthen higher education makes it rational 
and feasible to give this daunting challenge a serious 
thought, especially since higher education research has 
economic importance. In this respect, this paper sets 
forth a possible direction for KM to emerge as a key 
theme in higher educational research in Singapore. 
Elements of such a conception can already be found 
here and there, as evidenced in the growing recognition 
on KM by higher education institutions such as NTU 
and SMU. Efforts by such higher education institutions 
provide encouraging signs to suggest that KM would 
continue to develop among higher education institutions 
in Singapore and perhaps get translated as one of the 
key theme in higher education research in this country.  
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